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Experimental Release of Whooping Cranes 
in Florida is Proposed 

The last confirmed whooping crane 
(Grus americana) in Florida was shot in 
1927 or 1928. But this magnificent bird 
may soon return to the State if a recent 
proposal by the Fish and Wildlife Service 
(FWS) is approved. Under the plan, cap-
tive-reared birds would be released within 
the Kissimmee Prairie in an effort to es-
tablish a non-migratory population of 
this Endangered species. Currently, the 
only self-sustaining wild population con-
sists ot about 145 whoopers that migrate 
some 2,500 miles (4,000 kilometers) be-
tween breeding grounds at Wood Buffalo 
National Park in northern Canada and 
wintering habitat at Aransas National 
Wildlife ReRige on the Texas coast. 

The plan is to release 12 captive-reared 
birds in December 1992 or January 1993 
after they are conditioned for wild release. 
Rearing and release techniques will be 
similar to those used to bolster the wild 
population of Mississippi sandhill cranes 
(Gnis canadensis pulla), a related subspe-
cies also listed as Endangered. The 
whooping cranes to be released in Florida 
will come from breeding flocks main-
tained at the FWS Patuxent Wildlife Re-
search Center in Laurel, Maryland, and 
the International Crane Foundation in 
Baraboo, Wisconsin. Those initially re-
leased will be radio tagged and monitored 
for 2 years to document survival, move-
ments, susceptibility to disease and para-
sites, and adaptation to the wild. If the 
initial results are favorable, the project 
will continue, with a goal of releasing 20 
birds each year. 

The Kissimmee Prairie is a large region 
in south-central Florida characterized bv 

flat, open expanses of broad saw palmetto 
prairie interspersed with shallow wedands 
and lakes. Land ownership is a mixture ot 
kirge private ranches and public property. 
All of the landowners support the pro-
posal. The release site specified in the 
proposal is the 55,350-acre {22,400-ha) 
Three L;ikes Wildlife Management Area. 

Because the Aransas/Wood Buffalo 
population winters in only a small area of 
Texas along the intracoastal waterway, it 
is vulnerable to destruction from a con-
taminant spill or a natural catastrophe, 
such as a hurricane or red tide outbreak. 
The Gulf Intracoastal Waterway handles 
some of the heaviest barge tralfic ol pet-

rochemical products in the world, and a 
spill there could destroy the flock or its 
food supply. Creating additional self-sus-
taining wild flocks would help ensure the 
species' survival in the event ol such a 
disaster and constitute a major step to-
ward recovery. Establishing the Kissim-
mee Prairie flock as a non-migratory 
population also would protect it from the 
risks associated with traveling great dis-
tances between breeding and wintering 
grounds. Studies on cranes have shown 
that migration is a learned rather than 
innate behavior. 

fcontitiued on page 3) 
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Regional endangered species staflFers 
have provided the following news: 

Region 1 — One of the two Califor-
nia condors (Gyynnogyps califoniiamts) 

released into the wild in January 1992 
(see Bulletin Vol. XVll, No. 1-2) was 
found dead on October 8 near the Pyra-
mid Lake dam in southern California. 
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According to toxicologists, the condor 
died of kidney failure caused by ingesting 
ethylene glycol, a chemical used as an an-
tilreeze in heating and cooling systems. 
Biologists theorize that the bird landed to 
drink along one of the streams that feed 
Pyramid Lake and was attracted to a 
puddle of antifreeze leaked from the ra-
diator of one of the many vehicles in the 
highly used recreation area. Antifreeze 
h;is a flavor that attracts animals, and h;is 
been implicated in the accidental deaths 
of dogs and other pets. 

* * * 

O n August 3, the State Office of 
Emergency Services reported a spill of 
crude oil from a pipeline rupture at a 
Unocal tank farm in Avila Beach, Ciilifor-
nia, near San Luis Obispo. The size of 
the spill was eventtially estimated at 100 
to 1 50 barrels (4,200 to 6,300 gallons). 

Concern about the spill's impact was 
underlined by the presence of the Threat-
ened southern sea otter (Enhydm lutris 
nereis) and the Endangered California 
brown pelican (Pelecamis occidentalis). 
Field observations placed more than 50 
sea otters and about 8 ,000 pelicans 
within a 15-mile (24-kilometer) radius of 
the spill. Biologists with the Fish and 
Wildlife Service's (FWS) Carlsbad, C^ali-
fornia. Field Office are concentrating on 
environmental damage assessment. Stud-
ies are being coordinated with the Cali-
fornia Department of Fish and Game 
and with Unocal's environmental con-
sultant. 

Known wildlife deaths potentially re-
lated to the spill number 75 birds (in-
cluding 1 5 brown pelicans) and 4 sea ot-
ters. This loss comes at a particularly bad 
time for the pelican, which is already suf-
fering the effects of a meteorological 
event known as "FLI Nino." The warm 
waters of El Nino have driven anchovies, 
the primary food of the California brown 
pelican, out of their normal habitat and 
into deeper, cooler waters. Conseqtiently, 
pelicans are becoming emaciated and 
weak, and more deaths are being re-
ported. 

(continued on page 9) 

2 E N D A N G E R E D S P E C I E S T E C H N I C A L B U L L E T I N Vol. XVII Nos. 9 - 1 1 (1992) 



Surface Mining Threatens Wildlife 
of the Buttahatchee River 

Paul Hartfield' 

I'he But tahatchee River, a major 
'Ibmbigbcc River tributary in Mississippi, 
is a diverse aquatic ecosystem witii at least 
94 fish species and 37 mussel species. 
Among the mussel fauna are two Endan-
gered species, the southern combshell 
(Epioblasma penita) and heavy pigtoe 
(Pleurobema taitianiim). This river also 
supports populations ot tour other mus-
sel species that have been proposed for 
Federal protection: the orange-nacre 
mucket (Lampsilis perovalis), Alabama 
moccasinshell (Medionidus acutissimns), 
sotithern clubshell (Pleurobema decisum), 
and ovate clubshell (Pleurobema pero-
vatimi). 

Recent studies indicate that the lower 
Buttahatchee River and its aquatic fauna 
have been adversely attected by gravel 
mines. These surface mines appear to 
have seriously altered stream hydraulics 
and channel configuration in the lower 
portion of the river, resulting in a loss of 
habitat stability. A comparison of 1977 
and 1989 mussel surveys revealed that 
mussel abundance declined 93 percent, 
and the n u m b e r of mussel species 
dropped 60 percent in the lowermost 6 
kilometers (3.6 miles) of the river where 
the mines are located. There was no de-
cline of overall diversity or abundance in 
the mussel community above the mining 
area. 

Damage to the river and its fauna con-
tinues to accrue, even from abandoned 
mines. During the spring floods of 1991, 
a levee that separated the [buttahatchee 

VJhen a flood scoured out a new channel for the Buttahatchee River through an 
abandoned gravel mine, it left this section of the old channel without water. This site 
had been habitat for two Endangered mussels, E. penita and P. tait ianum, along with 
several other mussels that are proposed for listing. 

River from an extensively mined area 
gave way. This failure resulted in the for-
mation of a new channel through the 
abandoned mines and left over 1 kilome-
ter (0.6 mile) of former riverine habitat 
without flow. Extensive erosion is occur-
ring in the new channel and above the 
new cutoff Downstream from the new 
channel, a gravel bar that once supported 
the Endangered southern combshell and 
other species has been buried under ap-
proximately 1 meter (3.3 feet) of loose 
sand and gravel. Bank erosion is migrat-
ing upstream from the point of stream 
capture as the river channel attempts to 

adjust to changes in gradient. This up-
stream headcutting has resulted in the de-
struction of at least rvvo other gravel bar 
communities that supported rare mussels. 
One of these bars was the only location 
where the heavy pigtoe had been ob-
served alive since its listing as an Endan-
gered species. 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Serxdce is 
working with the Mississippi (Office of 
Geolog)' to develop appropriate controls 
on mining in sensitive areas of the 
Butt;ihatchee River drainage. 

'Jackson, Mississippi, Field Office 

Whooping Cranes 
(continuedfivm page 1} 

If the proposed release is approved, the 
Florida whoopers will be listed as a "non-
essential experimental population." "Fhis 
designation is authorized under the F!,n-
dangered Species Act to foster greater 
public support for reintroductions of En-

dangered or Threatened species. Mem-
bers of experimental populations are pro-
tected under the Act, but additional flex-
ibilitv in their management is allowed. 
The designation of "non-essential" means 
that a loss of the experimental population 
would not further jeopardize the species 
as a whole. 

Details on the proposed release are 
available in the September 29, 1992, Fed-
eral Register. 
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